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What Is

Vi ral 
H e p a t i t i s ?

A M E R I C A N  L I V E R  F O U N D A T I O N

Diet and Alcohol
Adoption of a healthy lifestyle with a good diet,
plenty of rest, and stress reduction can impro v e
one's health and well being.

Studies show that the use of alcohol substan-
tially increases the risk of serious liver damage in
persons with chronic viral hepatitis, and it should
be avoided. 

Vaccines Stop the Spread of Some
Hepatitis Viruses
Vaccines for hepatitis A and B can provide long-
t e rm protection from these diseases.
U n f o rt u n a t e l y, there is no vaccine for hepatitis C.

Hepatitis A Va c c i n e
The hepatitis A vaccine is recommended for people
over the age of two who:

• Travel to countries with high rates of HAV 
infection (Mexico, the Caribbean, Central and 
South America, Africa, the Middle East, 
E a s t e rn Europe, countries bordering the 
M e d i t e rranean, and some parts of Asia)

• A re children living in communities with high 
rates of the disease or regular outbre a k s

• Have chronic liver diseases, including HBV and 
HCV infection (HAV can increase liver damage 
and can be fatal to these patients)

• Engage in oral/anal sex

The HAV vaccine is given in two doses, 6 to 18
months apart, and it takes 30 days to take eff e c t .
For people already exposed to the virus, immune
globulin can reduce the risk of infection if given
within 14 days of exposure. 

A Family of Viruses Affects All People
The Hepatitis A Vi rus (HAV )
H AV infection can cause an acute, flu-like illness
with yellowing of the skin (jaundice), nausea and
vomiting, fatigue, loss of appetite, abdominal
pain, or diarrhea. It lasts from three to six weeks,
but can persist up to six months. Most patients
recover with no serious long-term health pro b-
lems. Symptoms are more severe in adults than in
c h i l d ren, who often have no symptoms. HAV is
s p read when infected human feces is ingested by
mouth. 

The Hepatitis B Vi rus (HBV)
HBV infection can cause symptoms similar to
H AV. Most adults fight off infection and have no
l o n g - t e rm health problems. But in 5% of cases, it
becomes chronic (lasting more than six months),
and can then cause cirrhosis (scarring of the liver),
liver cancer, and liver failure, resulting in 6,000
deaths per year. HBV is spread through contact
with infected body fluids or blood.

The Hepatitis C Vi rus (HCV)
HCV infection persists in 85% of cases, and o f t e n
causes no symptoms until liver damage has
o c c u rred, many years after infection. It too can
cause cirrhosis, liver cancer, and liver failure, and it
is responsible for 8,000 to 10,000 deaths per year.
HCV is spread through blood-to-blood contact.

D H I® Vi ral Hepatitis Education Campaign
The American Digestive Health FoundationSM
(ADHFSM) and the American Liver Foundation
(ALF) have formed an alliance to combat viral
hepatitis A, B, and C. The Digestive Health
I n i t i a t i ve® ( D HI®) Viral Hepatitis Education
Campaign is educating consumers, patients, physi-
cians, policy makers, and other healthcare pro f e s-
sionals about hepatitis to improve the pre v e n t i o n ,
diagnosis, and treatment of these diseases.

The American Digestive Health FoundationSM

Viral Hepatitis
Viral hepatitis is an infection of
the liver that affects people from
all walks of life regardless of age,
race, gender, or sexual orientation.



A M E R I C A N  L I V E R  F O U N D A T I O N W H A T  I S  V I R A L  H E P A T I T I S ?

Avoid the Risks of Viral Hepatitis
Avoiding the risks can prevent infection.

H AV Infection Risk Factors:
Fecal (Body Waste)/Oral Contamination

• Not washing hands after using the bathroom or 
changing a diaper

• Eating uncooked food pre p a red by an infected 
person who did not wash his/her hands after 
using the bathro o m

• Drinking contaminated water

• Having oral/anal sex

HBV Infection Risk Factors:
Blood and Body Fluids

• Having unprotected sex with an infected part n e r

• Using illegal injection drugs, even once

• Using the razor or toothbrush of an infected person

• E x p o s u re as a health care worker to infected 
blood or body fluids

• Being born to an infected mother

HCV Infection Risk Factors:
Blood-to-Blood Contact 
Known to Transmit Infection

• Using illegal injection drugs, even once

• Having a transfusion or organ transplant 
b e f o re July 1992

• Having long-term hemodialysis

• Receiving clotting factor made prior to 1987

• Being injured by a needle or other sharp object 
that has infected blood on it

• Being born to an infected mother 

May Transmit Infection

• Having unprotected sex with multiple partners 
or a history of sexually transmitted diseases

• Tattooing or body piercing in unsanitary conditions

• Using the razor or toothbrush of an infected person

• Other exposure to infected blood

Hepatitis C - An Emerging Epidemic
Nearly four million people in the U.S. are infected
with the hepatitis C virus. HCV causes 8,000 to
10,000 deaths each year and this number may
i n c rease to 30,000 in the next two decades.

As many as 70% of those infected don't know
it, as they have no symptoms or only vague symp-
toms initially. However, this virus may be causing
serious liver damage that will likely not be re c o g-
nized for several years.

The best way to determine who may be infected
is to assess the presence of risk factors for contact
with infected blood. Some people may not want to
talk about or be able to recall the following risk
f a c t o r s .

Past Drug Use
The most efficient way to become infected with
HCV is through injection drug use. Even people
who experimented with injection drugs just once
many years ago may be infected and should get
tested.

Blood Transfusions Prior to 1992
An estimated 300,000 people in the U.S. are
infected with HCV as a result of a blood transfu-
sion or organ transplant before July 1992, when a
reliable test came into use. As many as one-third
to one-half of people infected prior to 1988 con-
tracted HCV this way. Many people may not
know that they had a transfusion. People may
have been transfused if they:

• Had an injury and were unconscious and 
h o s p i t a l i z e d

• Gave birth by cesarean section

• We re a pre m a t u re or low-birthweight baby

• Had any kind of major surg e ry

• We re hospitalized as an infant or child

• We re adopted and have no early medical 
re c o rd s

Getting Tested and Getting Treated
If you think you may have been exposed to infected
blood, you should consider getting tested. Blood
tests for HAV, HBV, and HCV are available
t h rough a physician and, in some cases, through a
public health clinic. 

Those who test positive for chronic hepatitis B
or C may need a liver biopsy (a small piece of liver
tissue is obtained) to determine the existence or
extent of liver damage. Early diagnosis and man-
agement of hepatitis viruses may have long-term
health benefits.

Treatment for hepatitis A involves bed rest, 
good nutrition, and an intake of extra liquids.
H AV infection does not usually lead to long-term
health problems and is rarely fatal.

Treatments are available for chronic hepatitis B
and C. Therapy with interf e ron or lamivudine is
available to help people with chronic hepatitis B.
Therapy with interf e ron, alone or in combination
with ribavirin, or therapy with pegylated interf e ro n
alone can help many people with chronic hepatitis
C. Additional treatment options are being devel-
oped. More re s e a rch is needed to develop cures for
c h ronic hepatitis. 

Many people live with chronic hepatitis (B o r C )
without experiencing liver damage. Others, how-
e v e r, may develop serious liver disease. People with
c h ronic hepatitis should be monitored by a physi-
cian who is knowledgeable about liver disease.

Hepatitis B Vaccine
This vaccine is recommended as part of the ro u t i n e
schedule of childhood immunizations. Many states
re q u i re this vaccination for entry into elementary
school. 

Because the vaccine was not routinely given to
infants until 1991, children born before then may
not be protected. Immunization experts recom-
mend vaccination of all children up to age 18 to
fill this gap. The government's Vaccine for
Children program will pay for immunizations 

for eligible children up to 18 years old.

E x p e rts also recommend immunization for:

• Infants born to HBV-infected mothers

• People with chronic liver diseases, including 
HCV infection

• People who have unprotected sex with more
than one sexual part n e r

• People who are exposed to blood in the work
place, including health care and emergency 
s e rvice workers

Impact of Viral Hepatitis
Hepatitis A infects up to 200,000 Americans

each year. Some communities have cyclical out-
b reaks every decade and 29 million people travel
to places with high rates of HAV infection.
Although hepatitis A rarely causes long-term
health problems, it can create economic hard s h i p
t h rough wages lost during the re c o v e ry period.

Hepatitis B is a preventable tragedy. Ye t ,
128,000 - 320,000 Americans become newly
infected every year. Although 95% of infected
adults fight the virus successfully, more than one
million people have chronic HBV infection, and
5,000 people die each year. We can eradicate this
v i rus. Preteens through young adults are at risk,
as the vaccine was not available to them as
infants. All pregnant women should be tested so
that infection can be prevented in their newborn s .

Within the next 20 years, the hepatitis C epi-
demic is expected to cause more deaths annually
than AIDS. Although the rate of new infections is
now greatly reduced, most of the almost four mil-
lion people with HCV were infected years ago
and are unaware of their condition. If they are not
tested and evaluated for liver damage and the
potential to benefit from treatment, many may
develop liver damage and liver failure .

Getting Help and Information 

S o u rces of information for people affected by
hepatitis include:

American Liver Foundation (ALF) for more
i n f o rmation about hepatitis and to link with
local ALF chapters and support groups, 1-800-
GO-LIVER, 1-888-4HEP-ABC, www. l i v e rf o u n-
d a t i o n . o rg

American Digestive Health Foundation for edu-
cational materials for physicians, other health
c a re providers, and consumers, 1-800-668-5237

Centers for Disease Control and Pre v e n t i o n
(CDC), 1-888-4HEP-CDC, 
w w w. c d c . g o v / n c i d o d / d i s e a s e s / h e p a t i t i s

National Digestive Disease Clearinghouse, 
1-301-654-3810, www. n i d d k . n i h . g o v

Local public health department for information
about possible free or low-cost testing, vaccina-
tion, and referral for treatment


